This paper investigates the link between culture and website quality expectations. Website quality is measured through a recently developed instrument (WEBQUAL), while culture is measured through Hofstede's cultural dimensions. The analysis reveals that two cultural dimensions (masculinity and long-term orientation) are associated with higher website quality expectations. The findings have important managerial implications for globalization of e -services.
INTRODUCTION
A few recent studies have looked at the relationship between culture and service quality (Winsted 1997 , Donthu and Yoo 1998 , Mattila 1999 , Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan 2000 . In this article, we investigate the relationship between culture and website quality, an increasingly important issue in the management of services and specifically e -services. Specifically, we examine the link between all five cultural dimensions developed by Hofstede (1980 Hofstede ( , 1991 and variations in the relative importance of the dimensions of the website quality construct (WEBQUAL) developed by Loiacono, Watson and Goodhue (2000) .
E-service quality plays a central role in improving customer satisfaction and retention through the web. (Voss 2000a , Loiacono, Watson and Goodhue 2000 , Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra 2000 , Rust 2001 ). In addition, the Internet enables the globalization of services (Yip 2000) . Therefore, estimating the effect of culture on w ebsite quality expectations would have important managerial implications. If the relative importance of the website quality dimensions to customers is likely to vary depending on their culture, resource allocation on different dimensions of website quality should be contingent on the importance attached to them by customers (Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan 2000) . Heskett, Sasser, and Hart (1990) also stress the importance of emphasizing psychographics in understanding customer perceptions and expectations of service. In a multicultural environment, psychographics are strongly dependent on cultural elements. There is also empirical evidence on how cultural differences limit the ability of service providers to expand their operations globally (Kogut and Singh 1988; Li 1994; Li and Guisinger 1991,1992) . These studies explained these expansion problems in terms of managerial cultural differences. We believe that these problems also arise from differences in customer cultures. Thus, understanding the relationship between culture and website quality expectations is likely to have implications for globalization of e-services and international market segmentation.
Globalization of services. The characteristics of services can create some problems for their globalization. Examples of such characteristics are the nature of the output (a performance rather than an object), customer involvement in production, human interaction during the service experience, likelihood of quality control problems, difficulties for customers in evaluating service quality, lack of inventory, great importance of the time factor, and availability of electronic channels of distribution (Lovelock 1996) . However, not every service is equally affected by these characteristics. Services that require limited (or no) contact (Chase and Tansik 1978) are easier to standardize globally (Lovelock and Yip 1996) . Therefore, e-services are very good candidates for globalization. According to Yip (2000) , "… the general effect [of the internet] is to strengthen the drivers of globalization and weaken or bypass the barriers".
Segmentation of international markets. Most of the work on segmentation of international markets assumes homogeneity of national segments. However, there is evidence that segmentation should consider both differences within countries and similarities across countries (Kale and Sudharshan 1987) . As noticed by Farley and Lehmann (1994) , differences in behavior, which are culturally based, would exist even if the world were not organized into nation states. Therefore, country and culture are not synonymous. Because of that, we will measure cultural dimensions at the individual level rather than at the national level.
We intend to examine the link between culture and the perceived relative importance of website quality dimensions. The paper is organized as follows: in the next section we will discuss the literature on e -services, culture and previous studies on the link between culture and service quality. Then we describe our hypotheses and the methodology used (sample, measurement and statistical analysis), followed by the results. We conclude with a discussion of key findings, managerial implications, limitations and future research directions.
LITERATURE REVIEW E-Service Quality
There is a debate in the service management field as to whether existing measures of service quality (e.g. SERVQUAL developed by Parasuraman et al. 1988) apply to e -services. According to Voss (2000b) , the five SERVQUAL dimensions (reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles) are important even in a web-based environment, with the possible exception of empathy, which is an attribute based on human interaction. More specifically, the author states that responsiveness is important on the web and fast response is only achieved by a subset of organizations delivering service on the web. Other potential dimensions of responsiveness include the ability to customize and to provide proactive service.
Aspects of reliability include the ability to connect to the web, downtime, systems not crashing and order fulfillment. Assurance has traditionally been defined in terms of courtesy of employees and the ability to convey trust and confidence. In a webbased environment, this is clearly a major challenge. Lack of employee contact (see empathy next) makes delivering assurance difficulty and trust has been identified as one of the major problems of the web. With regards to empathy, there is a problem on the web as empathy comes partly from human interaction. The knock on effects of lack of empathy can be found in low trust. On the other hand, the ability to customize and personalize service on the web may increase the dimensions of empathy. Finally, a virtual medium may at first sight seem to be low on tangibles. However, it is a very visual medium, with an accelerating capability to add animation, simulation, video, sound etc. In reality, the tangibles aspects of service quality would seem to be some of the most important on the web.
There have been a few recent studies that looked at what constitutes e-service quality. According to Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra (2000) , "e-service quality (e-SQ) is the extent to which a website facilitates efficient and effective shopping, purchasing, and delivery." The focus-group findings of Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra (2000) suggested eleven dimensions of e -service quality: reliability, responsiveness, access, flexibility, ease of navigation, efficiency, assurance/trust, security/privacy, price knowledge, site aesthetics and customisation/personalization.
Exploratory research by Voss (2000a) Informational Fit-to-task : the extent to which the Website provides information that is accurate, updated and appropriate for the users' needs.
Interactivity: the ability of consumers to interact with the Website to receive tailored/personalized information or service.
Trust: the concern for security and information privacy.
Responsiveness : the time it takes a consumer to download and interact with the site.
Design: the aesthetics of a Website as well as the navigational system.
Intuitiveness: the ease of using/interacting with the Website.
Visual Appeal: the Website's visual appeal.
Innovativeness: the Website's uniqueness and creative feel.
Flow -Emotional Appeal: the emotional effect the Website has on consumers.
Integrated Communications: the relationship the website has with respect to other forms of media (radio, television, etc.) Business Processes: the relationship the Website has with respect to the company's business processes (e.g., purchasing over the web). (Hofstede 1980 (Hofstede , 1991 (Hofstede , 2001 , and also in the marketing context in the articles by Nakata and Sivakumar (1996) and Donthu and Yoo (1998) . Despite a lot of criticism, mainly regarding the internal validity of the dimensions and the method of constructing the scales, Hofstede's study has some appealing attributes such as the sample size and the codification of cultural traits along numerical indices (Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan 2000 ).
Hofstede's study is also one of the most widely used among international marketing and management scholars (Sivakumar and Nakata 1999; Sodergaard 1994) . Sodergaard (1994) found 1,036 quotations from Culture's Consequences (Hofstede 1980) in journals during the period from 1980 to September 1993. Table 1 provides a description of each one of the five cultural dimensions identified by Hofstede (1980 Hofstede ( , 1991 Hofstede ( , 2001 ).
--- Table 1 around here ---
The Link Between Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions and Website

Quality
Some recent empirical studies have looked at how culture affects satisfaction and perceived service quality (Winsted 1997 , Donthu and Yoo 1998 , Mattila 1999 , Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan 2000 . For a thorough discussion of the link between culture and service quality, please refer to Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan (2000) , and Liu, Furrer and Sudharshan (2001) . Winsted (1997) looked at consumers' evaluation of service encounters in the United States and Japan. Her analysis found different service encounter dimensions for the two countries and identified significant cross-cultural differences on these dimensions.
Mattila (1999) studied how culture influences customers' evaluation of complex services. Specifically, she looked at the tradeoffs that Western and Asian customers are willing to make between personalized service and pleasant physical environment in a context of luxury hotels. According to her findings, customers with a Western cultural background are more likely to rely on the tangible cues from the physical environment than would Asians. The study also suggests that the hedonic dimension of the consumption experience might be more important for Western consumers than for Asians. According to Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan (2000) , Mattila's work builds on Winsted's (1997) study by explaining the cultural differences between Western and Asian customers in terms of individualism versus collectivism, power distance (Hofstede 1980 (Hofstede , 1991 , and high -versus low-context communication 2 (Hall 1984) . Donthu and Yoo (1998) Overall, these studies provided evidence that culture has an impact on service quality. Based on these studies, we expect that the relative importance of each of the WEBQUAL dimensions (Loiacono, Watson and Goodhue 2000) will be subjective and relativistic in the sense that this importance is based on customers'
values and beliefs that might change from one culture to another. Thus, we propose that:
P1: Culture has an influence on website quality expectations.
In the remaining paragraphs of this section we provide a more detailed discussion of this proposition. Specifically, we formulate hypotheses linking each cultural dimension mainly to those WEBQUAL dimensions that are associated with the five dimensions of SERVQUAL. This approach enables us to develop hypotheses based on prior theory and empirical findings, namely those provided by Donthu and Yoo (1998) and Furrer, Liu and Sudharsan (2000) .
Power Distance. According to Donthu and Yoo (1998) most service involves some kind of power of providers over their customers. The same authors have also shown empirically that customers with high levels of power distance have lower expectations about responsiveness than customers with lower levels of power distance. Also, according to Furrer, Liu and Sudharsan (2000) power distance is negatively correlated with reliability, responsiveness and empathy and positively correlated with assurance and tangibles. In the case of website quality, we expect high power distance to be associated with lower expectations in terms of the website's responsiveness, and flow-emotional appeal and higher expectations about trust (defined as concern for privacy and security), interactivity, design and visual appeal. Individualism. Individualistic customers pursue primarily their own (i.e., the customers) interests, not others' (i.e., the service providers) interests. Therefore, individualistic customers are not willing to accept poor service, whereas collectivist customers would tolerate poor services because they do not want to break harmony (i.e., good relationship between the customer and the service provider), (Donthu and Yoo 1998) . Similarly, Furrer, Liu and Sudharsan (2000) posit that individualists demand responsiveness and reliability and because of their self-confidence and self -responsibility they do not expect to be assured. They authors also found a strong link between tangibles and individualism.
H1b: Customers in the culture of higher individualism have higher expectations about the website's responsiveness, interactivity, design and visual appeal but have lower expectations about trust than do customers in the culture of higher collectivism.
Masculinity. Donthu and Yoo (1998) did not investigate the masculinity-femininity dimension because they did not expect it to be related to service expectations. Furrer, Liu and Sudharsan (2000) have correctly investigated the relationship between service quality expectations and this specific cultural dimension by controlling for the gender of the service provider. Therefore, it is difficult to justify expected links between masculinity -femininity and website quality expectations based on previous studies. However, we do know from Hofstede (1991) that men focus more on material things, whereas women are more concerned with emotions.
Therefore, we expect masculinity to be associated with tangibles such as design, visuals and interactivity, and femininity to be associated with emotional appeal. Uncertainty Avoidance. According to Nakata and Sivakumar (1996) , customers of high uncertainty avoidance culture would hesitate to choose uncertain situations and avoid uncertainty through risk aversion, whereas low uncertainty avoidance customers are more accepting of uncertainty and risk. Donthu and Yoo (1998) found that high uncertainty avoiders have higher service quality expectations compared to people with low uncertainty avoidance. Finally, Furrer, Liu and Sudharsan (2000) found that uncertainty avoidance is positively correlated with reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy, and negatively correlated with tangibles. Therefore, we would expect high uncertainty avoidance to be positively associated with website responsiveness, trust (defined as concern for security and privacy) and flow-emotional appeal, and negatively associated with interactivity, design appeal and visual appeal. For a summary of all the hypotheses described above, please see Table 2 .
--- Table 2 around here ---
METHODOLOGY Sample
Our study was conducted in the context of web-banking services. We chose web-banking for two reasons: First, banking services can take place through multiple distribution channels (branch, telephone, mail, Internet), which allows us to use the WEBQUAL instrument in its entirety (one of the twelve original WEBQUAL dimensions is whether the site is a viable substitute for other channels). Second, the Internet has enabled globalization of banking services, and therefore adaptation to local cultures has become an issue of interest.
We collected data from M.B.A. students from different cultures (45 from North America, 21 from South America, 38 from Western Europe, 13 from Eastern Europe, 17 from Southern Europe, 37 from Australasia). We used student subjects because they constitute a homogeneous group from an occupational stage of life cycle viewpoint (Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan 2000) . This allows us to control for demographic characteristics such as education level, age, etc. which may play a role in customer's expectation of website quality. The total sample is 171 respondents.
Measurement
Website Quality dimensions. To measure the relative importance of the different dimensions of website quality, we asked the respondents to evaluate on a 7-point scale the importance of the items of WEBQUAL (Loiacono, Watson and Goodhue 2000) . To the best of our knowledge, WEBQUAL is the only psychometrically sound instrument that is currently available for assessing website quality. The instrume nt is shown in Appendix A.
Cultural dimensions. We used a version of Hofstede's original items that was modified by Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan (2000) in order to fit a service context, (Hofstede's cultural dimensions were originally developed to measure work-related values). The 20 items we used (see Appendix B) were all measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). Similarly to Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan (2000) , the five cultural composites are averages of their respective items.
Statistical Analysis
We use multiple regression analysis to investigate whether each website 
RESULTS
We examined the psychometric properties of the WEBQUAL instrument by conducting a) confirmatory factor analysis, and b) reliability analysis (estimating Cronbach's alpha), for each one of the twelve WEBQUAL constructs (Hair et al. 1995) . The results of our factor analysis confirmed that all twelve con structs were unidimensional. Reliability alphas, as shown in Table 3 , range from .59 to .91 (according to Nunnally (1967) , acceptable alphas start at about .60). Overall, our analysis found support for the reliability (through Cronbach's alpha) and construct validity (through confirmatory factor analysis) of the WEBQUAL instrument (Hair et al. 1995) . These results, along with the prior empirical evidence provided by Loiacono et al. (2000) regarding the validity (convergent, discriminant and nomological) and reliability of WEBQUAL, make us feel confident about the use of the instrument in its current format.
Overall, trust and responsiveness have the highest expectation scores (6.54 and 6.52 respectively), while flow-emotional appeal has the lowest score (4.11).
--- Table 3 around here --- Table 4a shows the results of the regression analyses between the six WEBQUAL dimensions expected to be influenced by culture (dependent variables) and Hofstede's cultural dimensions (independent variables). Four out of the six regression models are significant at the .05 level. The four website quality dimensions that are affected by culture are: interactivity, design appeal, visual appeal and flow-emotional appeal. The adjusted R-squared varies from .16 (design appeal) to . 27 (flow-emotional appeal).
As shown in Table 4a , power distance is not a significant driver of any website quality dimension. Therefore, H1a is not supported by the data. Similarly, individualism has no impact on website quality expectations, hence H1b i s not supported either.
--- Table 4a around here ---Masculinity plays a role in user's expectations of website quality. In cultures with a high degree of masculinity, consumers expect the website to have high interactivity (ß=.312, p<.001), good design (aesthetics and navigation) (ß=.291, p<.001), and positive emotional appeal on them ( ß=.271, p<.001). The results provide partial support for H1c, since we expected masculinity to be positively related to interactivity and design. However, the results showed no evidence of masculinity affecting visual appeal, while the relationship between masculinity and emotional appeal was significant but in the opposite direction than expected.
Similar to power distance and individualism, uncertainty avoidance had no impact on website quality expectations (H1d is not supported). Finally, long-term orientation has an influence on users' expectations of website quality. In cultures with a high degree of long-term orientation, consumers expect the website to have good visuals (ß=.280, p<.001), and to have a positive emotional appeal on them (ß=.258, p<.001). However, since none of these relationships were hypothesized, H1e is not supported 3, 4 .
In order to deepen our understanding of the relationship between culture and website quality, we conducted some additional exploratory analysis by investigating the impact of culture on the other six dimensions of website quality for which we had no formal hypotheses. As shown in Table 4b , in cultures with a high degree of long-term orientation, consumers expect the website to be innovative (ß=.204, p<.01) and to provide a communication message consistent with that of other forms of media (ß=.285, p<.001). The adjusted R-squared was .14 for integrated communication and .21 for innovativeness.
--- Table 4b around here ---Finally, the control variables seemed to have limited impact on website quality expectations. Specifically, females were related to higher expectations about visuals and integrated communication, while age was positively related to emotional appeal, all at the .05 level.
Overall, we found partial support for our initial hypothesis that culture has an influence on website quality expectations. Specifically, two out of the five cultural dimensions (masculinity and long-term orientation) influence certain dimensions of website quality expectations.
DISCUSSION
The results show that the top two WEBQUAL dimensions in terms of users' expectations (trust and responsiveness respectively) are not influenced by culture.
What is particularly interesting is the lack of association between any of the cultural dimensions and trust, which is a major issue, both for providers and users (Voss 2000a ). Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan (2000) found that assurance is positively related to power distance and uncertainty avoidance and negatively related to individualism and long-term orientation. One would expect trust to be influenced by culture similarly to assurance's influence by culture. However, the need for trust on the web seems to be an issue of paramount importance (Urban et al. 2000) , regardless of people's cultural profiles (Huang 2001 ).
We also found that masculinity and long-term orientation are the two cultural dimensions that influence users' expectations of website quality. Both cultural dimensions are associated with higher expectations. In cultures with a high degree of masculinity, consumers expect the website to be very interactive, to have a good design, and to make them feel good when using it (positive emotional appeal).
Long-term oriented consumers expect the website to have good visuals, to be innovative, to make them feel good and to provide a communication message consistent with that of other forms of media.
A comparison of the results of our study with those of Furrer, Liu and Sudharshan (2000) leads to the conclusion that culture plays a significantly less important role in website quality expectations compared to traditional service quality expectations. Only two cultural dimensions (masculinity and long-term orientation) have an impact on website quality expectations, while all five cultural dimensions affect service quality. According to Lovelock and Yip (1996) , it is when services involve a high degree of interaction between customers and service personnel that cultural elements have the greatest influence. Therefore, the diminished impact of culture on website quality expectations compared to traditional service quality expectations should not be surprising since there is no human interaction when using a website.
Based on the findings discussed above, four different strategies are recommended for managing website quality across different cultures: First, issues such as trust (concern for security/ information privacy), responsiveness (time to download), whether the website provides the right information, and the ease of using the website (intuitiveness), are extremely important for all users. Therefore, companies cannot afford not to address all of these issues in all markets.
Specifically, companies should address customer concerns for security/information privacy, by adopting privacy policies and procedures and promoting these policies and procedures so that customers feel secure in dealing with the company. Also, companies should measure the amount of traffic of the site and ensure that the appropriate technologies are in place to allow acceptable download times. They should also test the website using the different types of systems and browsers that customers might use.
Second, e -service providers serving customers from cultures with high masculinity (e.g. a majority of individuals from Japan, Austria, Venezuela, Italy, Switzerland and Mexico, according to Hofstede 2001) are facing additional challenges. Specifically, they have to make sure that it is easy for the customer to interact with the website and receive personalized information or service. They should also pay extra attention to designing the pages in such a way that they are easy to read and understand. They should also create an emotional interaction and make sure that the customer has a positive experience.
Third, providers serving customers from cultures with high long-term orientation (e.g. a majority of individuals from China, Hong-Kong, Taiwan have to address all the website quality dimensions mentioned in the previous three strategies. Table 5 summarizes the relationships between culture and website quality dimensions and the managerial implications of each strategy.
--- Table 5 around here ---
CONCLUSION
Overall, our analysis provides support for the hypothesis that culture has an impact on website quality expectations. Two out of the five cultural dimensions (i.e., masculinity and long-term orientation) are associated with higher website quality expectations. In particular, masculinity is associated with higher expectations about a website's interactivity, design and flow/emotional appeal, whereas long-term orientation is linked to higher expectations about visual appeal, innovativeness, flow/emotional appeal and integrated communication.
We believe that the results of our study contribute to both academia and practice. With regards to academia, our study builds on previous studies that have investigated the role of culture on service quality and is the first one to do so in an e-service context. In addition, our results could be helpful for researchers interested in studying further the phenomenon of globalization of e -services.
Although the Internet enables the globalization of services (Yip 2000) , our results
show that culture still influences what people expect from web-based services.
With regards to practitioners, our findings provide guidelines for website quality strategies across different cultures. Those strategies describe the aspects of website quality that are equally important globally, and those that have to be treated with extra attention when dealing with customers from certain cultures. In addition, the fact that culture plays a significantly less important role in website quality expectations compared to traditional service quality expectations indicates to managers that web-based services are probably easier to globalize than most traditional services, especially those involving a high degree of human interaction.
This study is subject to a few limitations. First, it is based on the assumption that the dimensions of WEBQUAL are the same across different cultures. Given that some studies have questioned the validity of this assumption regarding SERVQUAL (e.g., Kettinger et al. 1995 , Winsted 1997 , it could also be challenged and investigated further for WEBQUAL as well.
Second, our study looked at website-specific criteria for evaluating service quality as opposed to internet-wide criteria (Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra 2000) . In other words, we have not measured e-service quality in its entirety; that would have required the evaluation of issues such as order fulfilment, delivery, and customer service (Tsikriktsis 2000 , Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra 2000 , Loiacono, Watson and Goodhue 2000 .
Finally, our findings are based on 25-45 years-old, educated, heavy web users. A study with a wider representation of populations could have probably
shown that the impact of culture on website quality expectations may matter more for other segments (less educated, older, etc). According to Yip (2000) , "…as ecommerce reaches into older and more traditional consumers, national culture and style will become more important ". Future studies could investigate this proposition.
Endnotes
1. The authors would like to thank one of the referees for pointing this out.
2. According to Hall (1984) , some cultures prefer communication that is explicit, 3. In all of the above analyses, the variance inflation factor for all independent variables was below the threshold of 5; hence there is no evidence of multicollinearity among the independent variables (Hair et al. 1995) . Also, the normal probability plots of the standardized residuals showed no violation of normality.
4. As many of the hypothesized relationships were not statistically significant, we might have rejected some null hypotheses by chance. However, since we used a 5% level of significance, given our sample size and the number of independent variables, the statistical power of our tests is above the threshold of .80 even if we assume small to medium effect sizes (Cohen 1977, Cohen and Cohen 1983) .
Therefore, the Type II error is also well within acceptable levels.
The author gratefully acknowledges the thoughtful comments made by Chris Voss on earlier drafts of the paper. 1. The WEBQUAL instrument has been modified from its original version in order to measure expectations rather than perceptions.
2. Items with an * were dropped from the constructs as a result of reliability analysis. The manner in which society deals with human inequality. The degree to which society perpetuates or discourages differences in power and wealth. Larger power distance implies a greater disparity in distribution of wealth and power among members of the society. Hofstede (1980 Hofstede ( , 2001 . Indicates the % of variance explained by the on e factor extracted for each construct. Companies should make it easy for the customer to interact with the website and receive personalized information or service. Companies should also pay extra attention to designing the pages in such a way that they are easy to read and understand. They should also create an emotional interaction and make sure that the customer has a positive experience. Portions adapted from ideas presented in Loiacono, Watson and Goodhue (2000) .
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